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Editorial T he use of the Internet and e-mail technology has been recognized as an important tool for transmitting all types of data, including health information. Recent studies have documented that approximately 93 million Americans or up to 80% of American adults have accessed the Internet for health care purposes. 1, 2 The potential benefits of the Internet for health care information are numerous. Patients that are proactive in their health care may have more productive, indepth discussions with their providers, leading to a feeling of empowerment regarding their diseases and ultimately better compliance with therapy. However, the lack of regulation or standards on the Internet makes it difficult to ensure the quality of health information, 3 and patients are often unable to determine the accuracy or pertinence of information they find due to their lack of scientific knowledge.
Several organizations have developed criteria that may be useful in evaluating health-related sites (HON Code, American Medical Association, Internet Health-Care Coalition). [4] [5] [6] In addition, the Federal Trade Commission has created an online reporting system for Web sites touting fraudulent health claims and is working to bring federal action against such sites7; however, this continues to be a work in progress due to the difficulty of managing the ever-changing content found on the Internet. 8 The Internet presents an exciting opportunity for pharmacist involvement in a patient's health care. Because of our availability to patients and the trust they have in our profession, pharmacists can be key players in helping guide patients' search for health information. To make a true impact, it is important for pharmacists to be proactive in broaching the subject with patients and to be prepared when a patient asks for advice. This demonstrates to the patient that pharmacists are beneficial resources in the health care arena and that we share their desire for current and complete information related to their health.
The creation of webographies is one mechanism available for helping patients search the Internet safely and effectively. Webographies, a collection of Internet Web sites relating to a given subject, have been developed and incorporated into patient pamphlets at the University of Kentucky Medical Center. Sites for inclusion were chosen from patient-or consumer-oriented Web sites, based on quality and accuracy of their information. Quality was assessed using the following categories: author's credibility, date of publication, content objectivity, Web site appearance, tone of presentation, and writing style. Pamphlets are updated yearly because of the frequency of change associated with the Internet.
This project can benefit the health care professional and the patient by exposing both to what is available on the Internet and by enabling the pharmacist to gain a better understanding of the patient's perspective. These webographies are a good solution to the Internet dilemma because they maximize the effectiveness of counseling time while providing pertinent information to patients in a form they can refer to at home. 8 Much work needs to be done on a regulatory level with the Internet to ensure patient safety, but the monumental nature of the problem requires immediate action on a local and more personal basis. Whatever strategy you take as a health care professional, focus on being proactive and using the resources available to you and to patients. Internet usage can be a positive activity when we are responsible users of its information.
